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F irst Person
» o action is above or independent of analysis, even the act of writing. Wit­ness the recent rash of writers and 
editors asking —and telling —why people 
write: Northern Lights, Utne Reader, hard­
bound anthologies, and, of course, every other 
issue of the writing magazines. It's not 
enough to simply accept certain compulsions. 
Instead, we deconstruct, we reason, we search 
for motivation. We detach the process from 
the written product in order to better under­
stand what we read.
For all the eloquent explanations given 
by the likes of Norman Mailer, Terry Tempest 
Williams, Rick Moody, Rick Bass, and others 
in the above examples, for all these exercises 
in the how's and why's of writing, ultimately, 
it is the what—the actual words on the page — 
that matters most. At least to me. The justifi­
cations and rationalizations behind art are 
superfluous supplements — not invalid, but, as 
far as appreciating and enjoying reading are 
concerned, unnecessary.
Environm ental
May 19 ~  2 4 , 1999  
William Kittredge
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So I'm glad I don't know what went on 
behind the closed doors of last year's Envi­
ronmental Writing Institute. Don't get me 
wrong: I think the event, held each spring at 
the Teller Wildlife Refuge in Corvallis, Mont., 
is an incredible chance for young essayists to 
work with an established and knowledgeable 
writer. But the debates and discussions and 
zvorkshopping (all of a sudden, this noun is a 
verb) between the participants can't hold my 
attention in the same way as the actual writ­
ten results of the Institute. The essays pre­
sented last May are wonderful in and of them­
selves; they need no excuses.
Choosing which two to publish, there­
fore, was no easy task. Laura Bell (page 10) 
and Tiffany Trent (page 22), however, deliv­
ered essays that had, as 1998 facilitator Rick 
Bass writes in his introduction on page 9, es­
pecially lovely voices. Both are infused with 
honesty and reflection, and both tell stories 
that, in one way or another, are all of our sto­
ries: change, loss, growth, loneliness. In that 
regard, then, Ms. Bell and Mrs. Trent don't 
need to tell us zvhy they wrote their essays — 
we already know.
Also in this issue, we feature writing from 
several of Camas's new staff members. From 
wild cow milking to wildfires to interview­
ing David Quammen, author of Wild Thoughts 
from Wild Places, our enthusiastic staff has 
quickly offered a unique flavor to the journal 
as well as a refreshing perspective on the 
Northern Rockies.
As always, we welcome your letters—our 
readers' forum, Huckleberry Whine, has been 
unfortunately empty of late. So, perhaps, af­
ter reading this issue, you'll want to pick up a 
pencil and contribute your own two cents: of­
fer a little praise, take us to task on this sub­
ject or that. Perhaps you'll be invigorated or 
angry or thoughtful, maybe inspired or sad­
dened. But the compulsion doesn't really mat­
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R eflectio n s
Choteau, Fourth of July
by Roger Poirier
■  utterite boys in black slacks are strung along a rail by the gates. Their black hats look like they've been 
passed down from brother to brother. Behind 
the chutes, dust circles around a pair of Quar­
ters tied to the lee of a trailer. Their bridles 
are polished up and slick. Barrel racing and 
rough stock events get the crowd going while 
rank Brahmas scurry the fences as they throw 
riders off. Young kids twitch in their Wran­
glers and the Stetsons that droop over their 
cheeks as the bulls swagger by. The riders are 
14,16, even 35, and sore. A few of them limp 
from spinning bulls and spurred broncs while 
many get ready for the slack. Others stare at 
the crowds, dip their heads, and count six days 
before the next arena on the summer tour.
Of all the rodeo events, the finale may be 
the most crude and amusing. With halters on 
snug, cows in the chutes bawl at the 
announcer's raspy voice. Teams of boys and 
men in the muddy arena hold on to lines—
straight and taut—when the chute gates open. 
It's wild cow milking time.
Big guys and little guys all hit the ground 
and drag behind a quarter-ton of cow power. 
The object is to catch hold of one of these 
"wild" cows and fill a longneck Budweiser 
bottle with a bit of her milk. Teams tumble 
and try to gain footing and a small edge in an 
impossible match of tug-o-war. Many cling 
to the ropes like string from a fence in winds 
coming off the front. Eventually the cows give 
in or just can't compete with three or four 
muddy, grown men hanging on their backs. 
A few squirts from coveted teats send con­
tenders scampering to the finish line, thumbs 
over bottles, hats in the July air. The cows 
pause, wondering what in the hell just took 
place, as the crowd whistles and cheers and 
shouts.
Roger Poirier is a graduate student in the University o f  
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The Toast
by Emily Miller
■ ould you look at that—it's a lynx,"I whisper to my father as I point over his shoulder. "You never see 
them." Even as I say the words, I know I'm 
half-guessing because I, like most people, have 
never seen a lynx that wasn't two-dimen­
sional. And the lynx is something to see. It's 
sleek and deep gray—not large, but captivat­
ing as it stares through us with narrowed, 
yellow eyes, head lowered in a stance suggest­
ing suspicion.
The waitress sets beer mugs on the table 
in between us, diverting our eyes from the 
lynx's captivating stare. I take a long sip, lick 
the foam from my lip, and again raise my eyes. 
"The small one's a wolverine, I think. Maybe 
a marten." My father drinks too, and smiles 
slightly, apparently amused at my tour- 
guideish enthusiasm.
The wolverine-marten has bright, black 
eyes, and dark fur that glistens. It strikes an 
alert, sneaky pose, as if in the middle of some 
secret forest act.
"How about those?" asks Dad, "A ll 
wolves?" I swivel around in my chair, con­
templating the bar's back wall. On a midair 
platform, three wolves circle a panic-stricken 
elk. One wolf is leaping, one's pouncing and 
one's just about to lunge at the rearing victim's 
exposed throat. The largest wolf is pure white; 
the other two are gray, and all have thick coats 
and clear eyes. Their gaping jaws reveal snarl­
ing teeth and pink, glistening tongues, drool­
ing in eternal anticipation of an always-im­
pending feast. The wolves' eyes shine, catch­
ing light from deer-antler chandeliers that 
hang low from the ceiling.
We complete a clockwise survey of the 
room. Among its inhabitants: three owls, four 
deer (and many more antlers), two moose 
(three if you count a mounted head), a buf­
falo, and several hare-type critters I can't iden­
tify. They are all breathtaking, still as ice, and 
as lifeless as the shoes on our feet.
There are more rare wildlife species here 
than I've ever seen, and they're all in one 
room. I can sit here, suck on a beer, and gape 
at all these wondrous creatures. Some prob­
ably don't even exist in the wilderness any­
more, and I know I wouldn't see most of them 
even if I was in the woods, and not a bar. 
Certainly this is true for my father, visiting 
from the East Coast. He is impressed by the 
scene, and I take some sort of misguided credit 
for that.
"Well, sweetheart, to Montana," he offers, 
and raises his glass. I raise mine, and we both 
drink.
Emily Miller is a graduate student in the University o f  
















■ eading west, we squint at the sun and the highway shimmers before us. It's a mirage — a black lake that ripples 
on the road, then rolls back and dissolves to 
pavement.
We chase the shimmer 1300 miles—all the 
way to Colorado, where a storm finally 
breaks, drawing cloud curtains across the sun 
with a cooling that feels like mercy. My friend 
slumps over in the passenger seat, abruptly 
falling asleep. I think about shaking her 
awake. Look, Liz, look at the storm, I want to 
shout, but don't. I let her sleep.
I watch a wall of rain wash out from the 
mountains onto the edge of the prairie. Forks 
of lightning ignite the sky and stab at the 
ground, and my fingers tighten around the 
steering wheel as the wind nudges the car to­
ward the shoulder of the highway.
Pinpoint raindrops explode against the 
windshield, but the big storm hovers against 
the crook of the mountains. It pummels the 
rocks and sagebrush until the clouds are spent 
and we're back on the trail of the sun.
By Wyoming it's coming down again but 
we can still see the sun through a cloudbreak 
up ahead. It's a sweet rainfall, so light it al­
most seems like a cleansing, until a passing 
car sprays us with wet gravel and a pebble 
cuts a star into our windshield.
We reach Montana and a dense rain slices 
the air. It pelts the car, the rock wall along 
the highway, and the Madison River fat with 
trout and green and gray with rain. Still, we're 
tracking the sun through a chasm in the 
clouds. I spot a rainbow over my right shoul­
der, then catch it again in the rearview mir­
ror — a perfect arc against gun-metal sky, each 
end anchored to the mountains that cradle the 
river valley. "Shall I drive awhile, Terry?" Liz 
asks. I shake my head.
I don't want to sleep; how could I sleep? 
I can't close my eyes against the prairie wa­
terfalls sluicing out of the sky, or the dry earth
darkening as it soaks up the rain. I want to 
taste the rain scent that drenches the air. I 
want to see the blackened clouds slashed with 
sunlight and the rainbows shot out against the 
sky. I want to feel the throb of the lightning's 
aftershocks, to wrestle with a wind that would 
roll me over. I don't want to sleep. I need to 
know I'm here; I need to know I'm home.
Terry Ryan is a graduate student in the Creative Nonfic­
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The Deep White
by Leeann Drabenstott
■ he first good snow—and I mean a solid 10 inches or so —never comes early enough for me. Sure, I'll lift my open 
mouth to catch the first fall snowflake like any 
excited kid, but that won't mean winter.
Now that I live in Southern Oregon, I'm 
beginning to believe that it really snows only 
in Montana. When I walk at night and look 
out at the mountains here, the treetops silhou­
etted so gracefully by even a half moon, I'm 
still not satisfied. I want to see a hard line of 
white curve starkly against a charcoal 
stormcloud, or to turn my eyes from the pure 
brilliance of snow on rock.
I find this a strange desire. Few winter 
sports interest me, and I'm actually allergic 
to cold. But deep snow settles things literally 
and philosophically. At times, heavy snow
most clearly demarcates earth and sky, yet at 
other times—when falling, especially — snow 
swirls us into a universe of only white, where 
we do not know where human ends and earth 
begins. Either way, it is the decision maker, 
telling us our changing relation to the natural 
world.
Even come the dreariness of February, I'll 
still pine for a sleek edge of white against a 
night's darkness. Montana's dry and de­
manding gift will command my dreams, and 
I'll keep waiting—impatiently—for winter to 
begin.
As o f  press time, Camas alum Leeann Drabenstott is still 
awaiting her first Oregon snowfall. Fortunately, she s 
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Through a Glass Darkly: 
Fire and Loss in the West
by Dave Strohmaier
■ here's there fire, there's change.Westerners are beginning to real­ize that the changes wrought by 
wildfire are not always bad, certainly not 
novel. For as long as lightning and cured tin­
der have commingled across the North 
American landscape, there has been fire. Nev­
ertheless, as the pendulum of opinion swings 
from despising fire as a demonic evil to em­
bracing it as a necessary ecosystem function, 
it becomes all too easy to forget the ambiva­
lent nature of fire, and the lives and values 
consumed in this seasonally recurring pyre. 
If ever there was a story of loss in the West— 
and the West has plenty — it's the story of fire, 
a story still being written.
First, there is the loss of fire itself—the 
rending from indigenous peoples their tradi­
tional uses of fire which, for millennia, shaped 
the economic and physical geography of the 
continent.
Then there are the direct economic losses 
to wildfire, be they timberlands or crops, 
homes or businesses. Even some chunk of 
scrubby rangeland may be the winter feed for 
a herd of cattle which a rancher depends on 
for his livelihood. On the other hand, ward­
ing off fire may actually precipitate—through 
the buildup of fuel —the loss of the very eco­
nomic values that fire suppression was meant 
to protect against.
There are the irrecoverable human losses 
to fire which have scarred the Intermountain 
West: the northern Rockies, 1900 — 85 dead; 
Blackwater, 1937 — 15 dead; Mann Gulch, 
1949—13 dead; South Canyon, 1994—14 dead.
Finally, and usually overlooked, are the 
losses associated with place: the loss of mean­
ing-laden cairns —a tree, a grove, a forest— 
that mark the seasons, events, and persons 
that collectively form our identities. When
evaporated in columns of smoke or melted in 
heaps of black, crumbly charcoal, our famil­
iar connections to the world suffer dislocation.
Yet it's as if the ecological intelligentsia 
of land managers, activists, and academicians 
have become incrementally jaded to loss — 
deep, painful, and stinging loss. What I mean 
is this: to lose something of value, something 
that we know and love and is a part of our 
lives, hurts. So it is between persons. So it is 
when fire levels a verdant landscape to 
charred rootwads and talcum-like ash. Before 
we hastily sweep aside the so-called ecologi­
cally naive or sentimental one who grieves the 
loss of a secret grove of pine or fir or juniper, 
maybe we should remind ourselves what it 
means to lose something.
I'm afraid that many of us handle loss in 
nature no better than we handle loss between 
persons, say the death of a spouse. No sooner 
has one's partner been hermetically sealed and 
planted in the ground than well-meaning 
friends and family query each other about 
how the one left is "holding up." By "hold­
ing up" they mean is she keeping her compo­
sure? getting along? being strong? okay? But 
why should she?
Deep loss saturates one's soul, becoming 
part of one's story and identity, whether we 
realize it or not. We're an optimistic bunch, 
though, and we'll do everything possible to 
make the valley of the shadow of death noth­
ing more than a fireweed-covered swale. Even 
when we admit that loss is a part of the hu­
man condition—at times even healthy —the 
pain and moral bewilderment that we feel fol­
lowing loss is real, and that which is lost is 
surely worthy of mourning and grief.
Maybe for the long-term good of the land, 
we need to let fires consume parts of nature, 
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While we know that life will rise again out of moonscaped 
charcoal, it may not grow to its pre-fire dimensions in our life­
time. If it does, it won't be quite the same.
certainly, there is beauty in change: it's a won­
drous process to behold a stand of lodgepole 
pine erupt into crown fire, then collapse into 
blackened hackles and a bed of ash which in 
time births a new forest. Nevertheless, we 
often, and understandably, try to extend the 
life expectancies of landscapes. While we 
know that life will rise again of out 
moonscaped charcoal, it may not grow to its 
pre-fire dimensions in our lifetime. If it does, 
it won't be quite the same. Taking a long-term 
perspective—"thinking like a mountain," to 
borrow Aldo Leopold's phrase — may be eco­
logically and aesthetically desirable, but it's 
existentially difficult.
And, as I mentioned earlier, there are 
good reasons to save parts of our forests and 
ranges from fire, and for no other reason than
for their symbolic and historic importance. 
Anyone who has lived in a place long enough 
to call it home knows pieces of landscape that 
carry personal meanings and attachments be­
sides their strictly ecological role. That aspen 
up the draw with two sets of initials engraved 
in its white flesh. Under that yellow-bellied 
ponderosa I bugled in my first bull elk. Within 
that grove of pine and fir my family camped 
during spring vacation for the past twenty 
years. Markers. It's not a perfect analogy, but 
the things we want to save in nature can be­
come parts of our homes every bit as much as 
the fixtures in our houses. When consumed 
by fire, they, too, are surely worthy of mourn­
ing and grief.
Given the magnitude of all these facets 
of loss — particularly the loss of human life 
while engaging the fires of summer —it's un­
derstandable why the battle against wildfire 
has raged for nearly a century. Still, there's 
no going back to reclaim a mythic balance be­
tween humans, nature, and fire. The fires of 
the future will demand that we think long and 
hard about what we're trying to save (or cre­
ate) by suppressing fires, and what we're try­
ing to save (or create) by unleashing fire. For 
anyone who calls the West home, the chal­
lenge will be to re-inhabit these landscapes 
that burn—parts of which should burn, parts 
of which should be saved from burning, all of 
which are permeated by the reality and expe­
rience of loss.
When not fighting fire, Dave Strohmaeier is a graduate 
student in the University o f  Montana s Environmental 
Studies Program. His thesis is on fire and loss in the West.
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Rick Bass introduces two of the essays discussed at the 
1998 Environmental Writing Institute, which was held in May at the 
Teller Wildlife Refuge outside of Corvallis, Montana.
It's a pleasure to introduce these essays, as it was a pleasure to spend a week haggling and arguing over them, and nearly a 
dozen others, last spring at the Teller Wild­
life Refuge. In re-reading the essays, I'm cer­
tain that not one of my suggestions — not one 
comma, not one cut adverb—has been taken 
in the revisions. Or if such suggestions were 
heeded, I cannot see where. Instead, I remem­
ber these stories — and their writers — as they 
were: evidence, I think, that good stories, good 
essays, all contain an irreducible, elemental 
essence—a shape, form, feel; a suppleness, an 
energy, an attitude. A voice.
And it seems to me that the instruction 
of writing is not so much about how to build 
such stories, but how to find them. How to 
hunt them, or observe them, or imagine them. 
As landscape determines culture and can 
shape even the individuals within that culture, 
I believe a story's essence will, or can, shape 
how the story should be told; that those sto­
ries' essence will determine voice, pace, etc., 
far more than the diligent efforts of student 
or professor.
This of course raises the obvious question, 
"Why did you take these good people's 
money, and why did you give them a week of 
your life?" There was at the end of the con­
ference the general feel-good parting among 
participants that comes any time field-tested 
combatants part for the peaceful front. It was 
springtime, the valley sparkled green, we'd 
just had a week of great meals, late-night dis­
cussions of Art, etc. —and the students were 
jazzed with new ideas, feeling their oats, and 
each others' praise — but I cautioned them, or 
think and hope that I cautioned them—that 
the simmering carbonation, the fizz they were
feeling, was being created by motivation and 
enthusiasm, rather than knowledge or expe­
rience: that all good stories and essays remain 
mysteries, and that as readers and writers one 
of the main reasons we read is to follow the 
mapping and hunting of that mystery.
The known, named familiar offers secu­
rity but I do not believe the pursuit of these 
things is the main reason we read. What I 
hope the students got from the week—hav­
ing arrived with fine manuscripts already in 
hand — were the usual bonehead rules, rein­
forced relentlessly. ("Are there really just 10 
rules for writing?" they asked. And their 
questioning was correct; by the end of the 
week, we had decided there were 13, but no 
more.)
Show, don't tell. Be specific. Avoid ab­
stractions. Already, I forget the other ten.
What these two essays, Laura's and 
Tiffany's, possess, is what they already came 
with: emotion, from the very beginning, like 
the twining of DNA. Observed, felt specifici­
ties, selected for appropriate emotional im­
pact. And a dogged but graceful, hypnotic, 
almost narcoleptic, relentless pursuit of the 
mystery behind that initial emotion. Their 
quarry, mystery, will be run to ground, and 
gracefully. In "Claiming Ground," a woman 
will explore and name and understand fur­
ther the qualities of her inner isolations, and 
in "The Name of Those Sands," a woman who 
senses that there are other rhythms beyond 
her own will find and approach and witness 
some of those other rhythms.
These two essays, as with many others in 
the class, make it look easy. It's not, of course. 
But you, the reader, really don't need to know 
that. You just need to read, and enjoy.
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castle cliffs surrounding us faded 
to jagged silhouette, we replaced 
bridles with nosebags of grain and 
slipped around the necks of the 
chosen, bells. The bells were tar­
nished and of varying sizes, each 
with its singular tone and looped 
into a collar of oil-blacked leather. 
Nine bells among sixteen horses. 
Each bell had its own horse, each 
collar when tightened around the 
right neck drew tight at the hole 
loosened from use and marked by 
the pull of the buckle.
One by one, horses were 
loosed from camp, crumpling to 
their knees and sinking into the 
wiry grass to rub their muzzles 
and grind their sweaty backs shed 
of us. The bells mapped out the 
sinking groans, the lunges from 
earth to feet, and the ecstatic, final 
shakes before heads were dropped 
to nibble at seedheads and there 
was a shuffling carol of migration
out into the 
evening.









trail to the 
lush low­
land grass of 
the trailhead 
meadows or 
up over top 




The first of our 
featured Teller 
essays, Claiming 
Ground  tells of 
sheep herding in 
Wyoming, a state 
Ms. Bell first called 
home in 1977.
Today, she divides 
her time between 
Greybull, where 
she leads horse­
backing trips into 
the Tetons, and 
Salt Lake City.
i.
Bridger-Teton Wilderness, 1995 
■ ^all in the Bridger-Teton wil- 
r H  derness. From the dark 
J L  chamber of sleep I hear the 
bells—distant, clanging, small and 
thin—that rustle me to dim wake­
fulness. The shape of the earth 
pokes through my thin sleeping 
pad, laid out after dark with no 
care for what the surface held. 
Pushing down into my bag, I 
search for a hollow to fit my hips 
and feel a rush of heat rise past my 
throat. I am warm and content in 
the dark, listening to the bells like 
stars falling from the morning sky, 
and know that the horses are com­
ing back into camp all on their 
own.
It was the horses that brought 
us here, up the narrow Blue Creek 
trail yesterday to this high basin at 
10,000 feet where packs were un­
loaded and saddles pulled. As the
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rocky summit. In the long run, it 
wouldn't have mattered. There is 
a wrangle horse tied to a highline 
in the trees and someone to follow 
the story of their tracks long after 
the bells were quiet. There is no­
where from which they would not 
have been retrieved, still, they 
chose to come. Wherever their 
wanderings took them through 
the night, something under the 
crystalline dome of morning sky 
has called them back to this spot 
we claim, if only for a night, as 
home.
For some reason, I am 
touched. I want to make more of 
it than it is, horses returning for 
their morning grain. In the crisp 
dark quiet before dawn, the bells 
grow loud and clanky until the 
horses are upon us ambling 
among the scattered tents an­
nouncing their return. I want to 
make more of it than it is, that their 
coming gives our gathering 
"place" in this expanse. As they 
fall to roll again, slowly and luxu­
riously on their backs, and snuffle 
at the canvas of the tents, I want 
to believe that it is their choosing 
to return that makes of this place 
a center, that makes of this unfa­
miliar, disparate group, a commu­
nity.
Our word "community" de­
rives from the Latin "communis" 
meaning common. I am drawn to 
think of a community as a group 
of people who hold in common 
their liabilities, the soft underbel­
lies of their hearts so carefully 
guarded. I think of the word 
"communion," so closely related, 
meaning the act of sharing or hold­
ing in common; I imagine that 
communion is the handing over of
these bare hearts.
Twenty years ago, as a young 
woman, I left behind my history of 
family and belonging. I came to the 
blank-slated country of Wyoming 
to reinvent the wheel of my life, 
which I had lived without rebellion, 
moving through it quietly and do­
ing the things required of me. I 
came west to a sheepranch in the 
northern high-desert ranges of the 
Bighorn basin and for three years I 
tended sheep, anchored by the me­
ticulous detail of lambing and the 
simple ritual of living my life in a 
sheepwagon as I moved my band 
through the seasonal ranges from 
April until October.
My community became a 
horse, two dogs, a thousand head 
of sheep, and days and nights of 
solitude under a big sky. At times 
limited, at times expansive, it was 
this version of living that began as 
a place to hide and grew into a love 
of space and silence and all that it 
held. It was this version of living 
that I thought could wipe clean my 
slate and allow me, finally, to 
choose which stories I wanted to 
keep, which ground I wanted to 
claim for my own.
i t
Coon Creek Camp, 1977
From beneath a clump of sage outside the sheepwagon door, 
Lady watches, a short-haired heeler 
dog, red and speckled and slimmer 
than most. Her liquid eyes watch 
me now and take me as her own. 
Every morning I have cooked for 
her magnificent, pleading feasts 
from the cupboards of the 
sheepwagon in the hour before day­
light. Bacon carved from the slab. 
Eggs scrambled with chunks of 
Velveeta and Bisquick hotcakes
Twenty 
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it almost to 
the highway, 
then fell 









with syrup, all from the 
woodstove in the jittery 
morning black and into 
a pie tin under a sage to 
woo her to me, this 
queen of the sheep who 
watches me now.
I'd  come to the 
ranch in the winter want­
ing to herd sheep, want­
ing to have a band of my 
own out in the hills. The 
space. The silence. An 
odd woman's vision of 
romantic life. I made it 
clear what I wanted, but 
the foreman just said,
"We'll see." And when 
the spring bands were 
made up and branded, 
disappearing into the 
greening hills with their 
herders, I was left behind 
to farm.
Four days ago, Ster­
ling appeared at the edge of my 
field, arms flapping nervously to 
flag me down. "If you still want 
to herd, pack your wagon and I'll 
pick you up in an hour," he 
blurted unceremoniously. "John 
Larson's sick and I've brought 
him to town." The old herder's 
mind had come unraveled, and 
when Sterling appeared in the 
morning to tend his camp with 
water and food, he'd found John 
muttering loosely to the sky.
"She can herd them all by 
herself," Sterling had said of 
Lady, John's little red dog, as he 
hauled me out from the ranch to 
these broken, sagebrush hills 
where a thousand ewes and lambs 
had scattered for days on their 
own.
"She can herd them all by
herself," he'd said, but when he de­
posited me and my camp alongside 
Coon Creek and hauled John's 
wagon away, Lady followed it al­
most to the highway, then fell back 
to the ridge above camp to howl 
long, thin notes for her lost friend, 
her one and only. My hands held 
out to her only pushed her deeper 
into the sage, so that when I left 
camp horseback on Willy at a ner­
vous trot, she did not follow.
Instead I had Mike, a bully of a 
blue heeler dog who had been given 
to me by one of the farmers at the 
ranch. Mike was tough and dense, 
but hardly worth his dog food as a 
herder. He followed devotedly at 
my horse's heels, head to the ground 
and stuck like a tick to the thud of 
hooves, as though this were the saf­
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sheep and cattle, he had lived his 
days growling at strangers from 
the backs of pickups. Faced with 
his ancestral calling, he wanted 
nothing to do with it, and like 
some sullen teenager, his eyes re­
fused to meet mine, as if to say, 
"This ain't my problem."
I had imagined making a big 
circle at an easy trot, giving loud 
whoops that would send the dogs 
racing and the sheep slipping 
down from the ridges like rivulets 
of rain. I had imagined them col­
lected and bleating in a tidy pool 
of wool alongside my camp below. 
But there was no above and no 
below. There was mile after mile 
of crumpled, broken country with 
gullies and ridges splayed in all 
directions and sheep in twos and 
threes flung like pale rocks across 
it all.
I rode and rode as Sterling 
told me to do. In the late afternoon 
turning to evening I rode as far as 
I could see sheep. I kept riding 
because there was no end to the 
sheep until it was too dark to see, 
and then I gave up.
The clouds that gathered low 
across the badlands that afternoon 
had bunched against the moun­
tains, erasing the eastern horizon 
and making the darkness total. 
My throat was raw from yelling at 
sheep who wouldn't move, and 
Willy's sideways prance had long- 
since turned deliberate. So we 
moved slowly and silently 
through the darkness, his hooves 
knocking loose the bitter smell of 
sage as we headed home. It was 
several hours before I knew for 
sure that we were lost, and that 
what pulled at Willy and made his 
step sure was not the sheepcamp
with its barrel of oats, but his home 
ranch at Whistle Creek, eight or ten 
miles to the east of us.
I slept that night between 
saddle blankets, my face weighted 
into the fleece lining of my saddle, 
turned on its side and curved pul- 
pit-like over my head. Around my 
palm I had wrapped Willy's reins 
to hold him through the night, his 
muzzle dropped to my shoulder 
with what seemed to be resigna­
tion. Maybe disgust. The dog that 
I had smited with curses all 
through the afternoon and evening 
was curled into the hollow behind 
my knees.
Through the frame of Willy's 
legs, I could see lights along the 
highway, miles distant, curving in 
the great silent arc of night. I imag­
ined that each light was coming in 
search of me and watched for one 
to slow and waver from its path. 
None did, and I knew there was 
no reason that anyone would un­
til morning. I thought of lovers 
long asleep in their beds. I thought 
about rattlesnakes. I thought of 
my family 1800 miles away and 
wished that they knew to worry 
for me. I thought of Lady on the 
ridge above camp howling her sor­
row into the night sky and thought 
her brave, or at least true, and en­
vied her for knowing so surely 
what it is that she loves.
During the night, a light rain 
fell, little more than a mist that 
settled on the blankets. I woke of­
ten, without moving or disturbing 
the shape of us, to listen to the 
sound of our breathing, and when 
first light appeared we were up 
and gone, finding easily our bear­
ings and the two-track road that 
led us back to camp.
Sterling was 
waiting for 
















some sign of 
sympathy, 
but all he 
said was, 
"Don't 
worry, kid, I 
won't tell a 
soul."
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the touch of 
a man. Most 
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This feels like 
her place in 
the world.
Sterling was waiting for me as 
I rode into camp, moving towards 
us with his brittle, choppy gait as 
though his feet never quite knew 
where they would find the ground 
as they fell and were continually 
surprised. A foolish grin was 
spread across his face as he said, 
"Well, kid, thought I'd catch you 
in bed, but looks like you've al­
ready been hard at it." When I 
confessed that I was only coming 
home from yesterday's ride, I 
hoped for some sign of sympathy, 
but all he said was, "Don't worry, 
kid, I won't tell a soul."
As an offering, he fashioned 
what he called a "canned dog" out 
of aluminum cans strung together 
loosely along a stiff wire and fas­
tened into a circle like a tambou­
rine. With words that smelled 
faintly of morning beer, he in­
structed me to shake it at the sheep 
while hanging onto my horse. 
Handing it over, he wished me 
luck and roared off toward town 
in his rattletrap pickup.
We watched him go until his 
dust had settled on the far ridge, 
the tips of Lady's ears turning 
through the sage like antennae. I 
was tired and discouraged and 
wanted to go home, but was too 
proud to say so. And there was 
no one left to say it to. I imagined 
for a moment climbing back up in 
the saddle and heading for the 
highway, a free woman in search 
of a real job, but considered Lady 
alone in the sage and couldn't.
Instead, I began to cook. In a 
camp smelling of spilled kerosene 
and desolation, I began to cook for 
us all to fill us up with something 
that could make us take up space 
in the middle of miles of nothing.
As if a full belly could make us 
powerful. As if a full plate could 
bring Lady over to us.
As I scraped at the pans on the 
stove, I noticed her ears had 
moved around through the sage to 
where she could watch me work. 
She disappeared as I tiptoed a 
plate of meat and grease out into 
the brush for her, but licked it clean 
when my back was turned. I 
courted her wholeheartedly with 
every trick up my sleeve, from 
Vienna sausages to Oreo cookies, 
and when I woke yesterday morn­
ing, I found her curled up in the 
dust at the wagon door. Her big 
eyes watched me without fear.
III.
Bench Camp, McCullough 
Peaks, 1979
Morning. Streams of pale light spill across the ridges like 
paint tipped over and flush from 
the sage the cries of small birds. 
From a ragged spine of rock, my 
knot of a thousand sheep begins 
to loosen as, one by one, the ewes 
and lambs trickle off the edges in 
search of fresh feed. The air is 
awake, alive with movement. It is 
May, spring in northern Wyo­
ming, and I am camped on the 
high benches of the McCullough 
Peaks.
At the edge of camp, my dogs 
sit on their haunches and lean out 
into the morning with a working 
dog's earnest air of responsibility. 
Lady, the veteran queen of 
sheepcamp. Louise is younger, a 
blue merle Aussie shepherd, and 
owner of one blue eye that speaks 
of righteousness. Today it says, 
sheep are leaving the bedground 
and your horse isn 't saddled. 
We're ready. Send us. Their faces
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turn in quick attention from sheep 
to Willy eating his morning grain 
to me, coffee still in hand.
Picketed in a small clearing off 
from camp, Willy stands with his 
nose shoved deeply into his bucket 
of oats. I gather my saddle up 
from underneath the sheepwagon 
and pack it to him, heaving it to 
his back with a grunt. "Next life 
I'll be a tall woman," I say and pull 
the cinch up loose under his belly. 
Abruptly, his head swings up 
through the air, startled at some in­
trusion into the landscape. He 
stands frozen, watching so intently 
that for a moment he forgets to 
chew.
It's the horses that he sees. 
They slip down along the rim of 
the narrow canyon that falls from 
the peaks, widening and softening 
to spill into green feed below our 
camp. It's the bay stallion's band, 
one of three feral bands that range 
in the McCullough Peaks and 
whose paths we cross from time to 
time, shar­
ing, as we 
do, the 
n e ig h b o r ­
hood.








ing off the 
hill. There 
are seven 




colts, and the stallion, moving off 
to the side of the group and 
slightly in its lead. Among them, 
there is no one animal that I would 
call beautiful. They are small and 
dense and rough, the shape of their 
bones buried under coats ragged 
still with winter. Like the gnarled 
firs that lean from the winds at tim­
berline, these horses are carved by 
the elements in which they live, 
not by any breeder's idea of 
beauty.
Still, you should see them 
move. All grace and ease, they 
make their way with full attention, 
their noses weaving through the 
air to catch our scent. Coming 
closer, they move like dancers sea­
soned side by side, their tough 
bodies one single expression of el­
egance, their effort one single 
chord of survival.
I have watched them bear a 
storm. With butts turned wind­
ward and heads hung low, they 
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Sn books including Son o f the Flight o fthe Iguana, and Natural Acts, and a long-run­ning column in Outside magazine, David 
Quammen has brought clarity, insight, and humor 
to complex scientific principles and global biologi­
cal issues. Originally a fiction writer, Quammen 
now devotes his energies to non-fiction; his upcom­
ing project is a book about large predators and hu­
mans' relationships with them. He lives in 
Bozeman, Montana, with his wife, where, among 
other things, he has recently taken up roller­
blading.
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Emily M iller: What drew you 
here to Montana? Why Mon­
tana of all places?
D avid Q uammen: I came 
for the trout fishing mostly, 
and because I wanted to go 
someplace that was as far as 
possible from ivy-covered 
walls.
EM: What was wrong with 
ivy-covered walls?
DQ: Ivy-covered walls are 
fine, but I had six years of 
them and that was enough. I 
wanted to get som eplace 
where I could live a little sim­
pler and closer to the land­
scape. And I didn't know 
where that was. I had a 
Volksw agen bus that I 
brought back from England 
the summer or fall of '73 and 
drove across the country.
I stopped in Wyoming 
and started to learn to flyfish 
and then went into Berkeley. 
But I didn't like Berkeley. I 
looked at a map of Montana 
and I saw these three rivers 
converging in this town called 
Missoula, and I said "I'm  
moving there." I had never 
been in the state of Montana, 
so I drove up and came across 
Lolo Pass September 12,1973. 
I checked into a room ing 
house in downtown 
M issoula, thinking that I 
might stay for some months, 
perhaps a year or two. 
Twenty-five years later I'm 
still here.
EM: Has it changed a lot in
25 years?
DQ: Not as much as the rest 
of the world, fortunately. 
Missoula has changed a lot. 
When I first came to Missoula, 
I liked it more than any place 
I've ever lived. I stayed about 
four years, and by the time I 
left, I couldn't wait to get out 
of it and into the rest of Mon­
tana. I've lived in Butte and 
Ennis, and camped out on 
Canyon Ferry Lake outside of 
Helena for a while, and even­
tually my wife and I settled 
here in Bozeman.
EM: Has it changed a lot?
DQ: Yeah. People are eating 
up the landscape with their 
second homes and their 
ranchettes and subdivisions, 
and that's the bad part of 
change. The good part is you 
can now get a couple of 
espressos almost anywhere in 
Montana.
EM: What do you see hap­
pening to Montana in the 
next 10 or 20 years?
DQ: Yes—I don't know what 
to think. I see continual ero­
sion of the landscape for sub­
urban sprawl, for houses. The 
worst of it is for a home in the 
country. There's a lot of con­
cern about bad logging prac­
tices, road building in the 
National Forest, mining. And 
those things are all serious 
problems, but I think that 
"home-in-the-country fever" 
is destroying the Montana's 
landscape just as quickly and 
probably more permanently 
than any of those things.
EM: What exactly do you 
mean by "home-in-the-coun- 
try fever"?
DQ: People go see "A River 
Runs Through It," and they 
say, "That's wonderful. I 
want to go there on my vaca­
tion." And they come up here 
and spend two weeks one 
summer, fall in love with the 
place, and then they say, 
"Great, I'm going to go back 
and buy land." Then they 
come back and buy 20 acres 
or 50 acres, and cut a road and
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It's chopping the 
landscape up into 
pieces so the 
grizzly bears and 
elk can't move. 
They think that 
by doing that 
they're loving the 
landscape. As 
far as I'm  
concerned, that's 
not love; that's 
date rape.
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put up a home. It's chopping 
the landscape up into pieces 
so the grizzly bears and elk 
can't move. They think that 
by doing that they're loving 
the landscape. As far as I'm 
concerned that's not love, 
that's date rape.
EM: Did you have an inter­
est in conservation and nature 
before you lived in Montana?
DQ: I've always been inter­
ested in the natural world, 
ever since I was a kid. I grew 
up in Cincinnati, and two con­
stants in my life have been 
that I was interested in writ­
ing, and I was interested in 
the natural world. I grew up 
in a house that started off hav­
ing a woods for a back yard 
—Eastern deciduous forest, 
roving hardwoods, walnuts, 
maples, oaks. One of my ear­
liest experiences was watch­
ing the woods that were out 
our back door being turned 
into subdivisions. I've been 
seeing that around the rest of 
the world ever since.
EM: You said you were also 
interested in writing early on? 
What were the first books that 
you remember reading?
DQ: I wasn't a great reader 
when I was a kid. I read 
things like Sherlock Holmes 
and some science fiction. I 
started reading when I was in 
high school. But I was writ­
ing all that time, so that for 
me, the urge to write came 
before discovering reading
that I love. That didn't change 
until I started reading 
Faulkner when I was a fresh­
man in college; I read The 
Sound and the Fury. After 
three pages, my life changed 
forever. I become obsessed 
with Faulkner.
EM: Did you see yourself as 
a fiction or non-fiction writer 
at this point?
DQ: I wanted to write nov­
els. And at that time I read 








the first one 
in 1970 
right as I 
left Yale.
Then I dis- 









d i d n ' t  
mean I 
could make 
a living as a 
f i c t i o n  
w riter. It 
didn't even 
mean that I 
could get 
my later
books published. So I paid 
my dues between the first and 
the second novels, instead of 
before the first. During that 
dues-paying period, I was liv­
ing in Missoula, tending bar 
and waiting tables. I spent 
four years in Missoula work­
ing on another novel which 
was never published. Then I 
went to Butte, and started 
working as a technical writer. 
I really started reading and 
writing non-fiction then, and 
I was learning that I could be 
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for magazines, explaining sci­
ence. As time went on, I dis­
covered that I liked it better 
than writing fiction, and that 
other people certainly liked it 
better than they liked my fic­
tion.
EM: Did you make a con­
scious choice to stop writing 
fiction and start writing non­
fiction, or did it just happen?
DQ: No, it just started. I 
was led into [nonfiction] by 
what I felt was my strength— 
what I got reinforcement for 
in terms of making a living 
and reaching a larger audi­
ence. So it just sort of lured 
me in that direction. I've 
never made a vow that I won't 
write any more fiction. Occa­
sionally, I think about another 
novel, but it's a low priority 
for me right now.
EM: What was the first non­
fiction subject that you really 
wanted to write about?
DQ: It was essentially the 
history of nuclear weapons, 
which I had been studying for 
this technical writing job in 
Butte—a ghost writing job for 
the head of an energy research 
institute there, who thought 
he wanted a book on the his­
tory of American technology. 
He hired me to research it and 
co-author it with him, and just 
left me alone for two years 
reading the history of technol- 
ogy. I got very fascinated by 
that, and was writing about it 
in a manuscript for this fel­
I'd like [people] 
to slam on the 
brakes and stop 
cutting the land­
scape up for sec­









low. Then I got laid off from 
that. I said well, how do I sal­
vage this material? And I sal­
vaged it by forcing him to let 
me take all of the books when 
he laid me off, and then writ­
ing a novel which ended up 
being published as The Zolta 
Configuration.
EM: What do you think of 
blending fiction and non-fic­
tion? Do you do that at all?
DQ: I have done it. What I 
think about it, as far as I'm 
concerned, it's fine to blend 
non-fiction and fiction but 
then you call the result fiction.
It drives me crazy, and I de­
test and object to this sort of 
indulgent trend among some 
writers who label the book 
non-fiction and invent quotes 
and composite characters, 
and use the techniques and 
the latitude of fiction  for 
something that they call non­
fiction. I just think that's 
bullshit. I venerate non-fic­
tion; I take it very seriously, 
and I think if it's called "non­
fiction," it should be non-fic­
tion. It should be a graceful 
mosaic constructed out of 
little tiles, each of which is a 
fact, an actual fact.
EM: What kinds of books 
do you read now?
DQ: For enjoyment I read 
almost entirely non-fiction 
now. I got burned out on fic­
tion, but I occasionally read 
it—Tim O'Brien, John Gideon, 
E. Annie Proulx, Jim 
Harrison, and a few others. 
Mostly what I read is history 
—the history of science, mem­
oirs, travels, biographies. 
Right now I'm  finishing a 
book called The Ends o f the 
Earth  by Robert Kaplan, 
who's sort of a foreign corre­
spondent who writes for The 
Atlantic [Monthly] a lot. This 
book is about travels—essen­
tially it's a book about unrav­
eling cultures in the Third 
World because of environ­
mental stresses and political 
fragmentation.
EM: What is your next book 
project?
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DQ: The basic subject of it 
is what I call "ultimate preda­
tors/' meaning those that are 
big enough and fierce enough 
that a single individual can, 
and occasionally does, kill 
and eat humans. So these ul­
timate predators, and their re­
lationships with human 
populations on the landscape, 
and the question of whether 
or not there is any future in 
those relationships—whether 
or not we humans are going 
to be able to figure out a way 
to share the top of the food 
chain with any other ultimate 
predators besides ourselves.
EM: What kind of feedback 
do you get from people who 
read your work?
DQ: The most satisfying 
form of feedback is people 
who have contacted me and 
said, "We have this conserva­
tion fight in our own region, 
our own state, our own neigh­
borhood, and it involves a 
little parcel of land between 
two bigger parcels of land. 
We're trying to protect that 
connection, and nobody can 
understand why we're so con­
cerned about that connection. 
And now we have your book, 
and we've given it to our con­
gressman and to the local land 
manager, and given it to a 
county commissioner, and it 
has explained to them why 
it's so important to keep that 
little neck of connection be­
tween those bigger pieces of 
boards. So it's been useful. 
Thank you." That's very sat­
isfying.
EM: In an ideal world, if 
everyone read your book, 
what would you want them to 
do with the knowledge from 
it?
DQ: I'd like them to slam 
on the brakes and stop cutting 
the landscape up for second 
homes, and stop having chil­
dren, and stop driving cars 
unnecessarily, and stop de­
stroying habitat and throwing 
away paper bags— doing all 
the things that are rolling up 
the landscape and turning it 
into human suburbs and ex­
tinguishing all this biological 
diversity.
EM: W hat advice would 
you give people getting 
started writing?
DQ: Read good w riters. 
Read great writers, and re­
read them and don't worry 
about taking courses or get­
ting MFAs. And in particu­
lar, I think there's value in 
picking one great writer and 
reading everything that he or 
she has written. I don't really 
think that you learn how writ­
ing works until you do that. 
Pick somebody like Faulkner, 
Tolstoy, Hemingway. Read 
the great stuff, and then read 
stuff that's only good. And 
then read stuff that's really 
bad, and then read it again. 
And then you get this sense 
of why that person was great, 
when he or she was great, and 
what was wrong when they 
weren't. And that gives you 
a sense of the machinery be­
hind the successes.
EM: Are you politically ac­
tive?
DQ: No and yes. A little bit. 
I belong to groups. I occasion­
ally write letters. I'm on the 
board of a conservation foun­
dation, so I spend a fair 
amount of time trying to think 
about how you give away 
money.
EM: Do you consider your­
self an activist?
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DQ: No. I d on 't w rite 
nearly as many letters or go 
to nearly as many meetings as 
all of these groups would like 
me to. It's because I hate com­
mittee work, and I hate pub­
lic meetings. I'm  trying to 
write books that work toward 
the same goals in a slightly 
different dimension, and it 
takes a lot of time. So most of 
what I'm doing is writing.
EM: You're saying that for 
you, writing books is working 
towards the same goal?
DQ: In a way it is. Obvi­
ously one of the purposes of 
the Song o f the Dodo is to ex­
plain to people the problems 
that are causing great losses 
in biological diversity, with 
the hope that they will be 
moved to do something about 
it. The other main purpose of 
the Song o f  the Dodo is to give 
a satisfying experience to 
people who love to read. And 
those are equal purposes. 
And maybe the second one is 
more important to me than 
the first. I feel my number one 
professional duty is to read­
ers, as a writer, and not to de­
livering some message or af­
fecting change or saving spe­
cies, as important as that is.
EM: Do you ever get de­
pressed or discouraged by all 
the gloom and doom inherent 
in writing about extinction?
DQ: Yes. If you asked me 
that about two years ago, I 
probably would have given a
slightly different answer. 
When I was doing the book 
tour for the Song o f the Dodo 
people asked me the question 
are you optimistic or pessi­
mistic? Are you hopeful or 
not? And I carefully made an 
distinction between optimism 
and hope, and said that I'm 
not optimistic that we're go­
ing to be able to stop this 
trend, but that I'm hopeful, 
because I consider that an act 
of will and not an act of pre­
diction. And hope is much 
more interesting than despair, 
even if the hope is very slim.
Then I spent a long time 
this spring and summer doing 
this piece in Harper's which is, 
to some extent, a piece on the 
subject of hope—or what you 
see if you set the question of 
hope aside. I got interested in 
that, the more I thought about 
it, and the more I researched 
it. And as I wrote it, I got 
gloom ier and gloom ier—I 
guess I asked myself more 
carefully and more honestly 
what my expectations were. I 
realized my expectations are 
very pessimistic as to whether 
we are going to avoid this 
mass extinction. At this point, 
I don't think we are.
EM: That is gloomy.
DQ: But I don't think that 
that's a reason for people to 
stop working on the issue.
EM: What would you tell 
people who want to make a 
difference, environmentally, 
right now?
DQ: Don't pay any atten­
tion to people like me, who 
say things look bleak. And 
sort out a clear distinction be­
tween "environmentalism" 
and "conservation." I hate the 
word "environmentalism." 
It's blurry and confusing and 
contains faulty premises. It's 
used to lump this whole spec­
trum of concerns, running 
from dirty air, polluted water, 
toxic chemicals, and lead in 
paint, to whether or not we're 
losing migratory songbirds, 
and how the rain forests are 
being cut down. Those are 
two really very different clus­
ters and concerns. I think that 
the conservation movement 
and the environmental move­
ment need to sort those two 
concerns into separate piles 
before either of them can 
function more effectively 
than they're functioning now.
EM: What about the future 
for you? Do you have any 
major goals that you haven't 
accomplished yet—like being 
a movie star?
DQ: No, no. It's not that 
I'm lacking in ambition, but I 
have three books, maybe four, 
stacked up in my brain right 
now, and I'd like to get them 
written as quickly and as well 
as possible. I'd like to sell lots 
of . copies and reach lots of 
readers. And I'd like people 
to be affected. I'd like to 
change the way people see the 
world with those books.
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The Name of Those Sands
by Tiffany Trent
The second of our 
featured Teller 
essays, The Name 
o f Those Sands 
chronicles ten 
weeks at the 
Outer Banks in 
North Carolina.
Mrs. Trent is a 
graduate student 







r | ! he islands of the Outer 
Banks shift and gyre like a JL needle on a compass in 
search of true north. Anchored by 
fragile sand, they hover in the 
mouth of the ocean like unsaid 
words. I felt this movement the 
last time I went there. Bridges 
have been and will be built there, 
but it will not matter because the 
tide is always sweeping in and 
out—gathering sand and deposit­
ing it, gathering and laying 
down—a hand building the em­
pire of shells. It was a mythic 
place — a place of genesis.
I recall the first day I walked 
down to the water, sensing origin 
beneath my toes, before my eyes, 
swirling against my hands. I 
waded out into the foamy gray- 
blue ocean and drank of it, let the 
salts of our bodies mingle in pure 
communion. The water embraced
me and would have dragged me 
under had I not backed slowly 
away. From those first vacation 
times, I would come home with a 
seasickness of a different kind; 
looking out at mountains, I would 
long for the wide, burning shore 
of the Atlantic. Sand entranced me 
with its nothingness. Out of it 
sprang life, as surely as water 
sprang from the rock in the desert 
to slake IshmaeTs thirst. Birds 
filled the air and fish swam in the 
deep; it was no wonder to me that 
people came to this place for peace.
It was a different matter to 
live there. In the five years I had 
been coming to the Outer Banks, I 
gradually noticed a change not 
made by the sea, but by humans. 
At the same time I visited the 
Outer Banks for my wedding, a 
smell of death hung under the 
brine so strong that I could not 
swim in the ocean. More houses 
lined the beach­
front where sea 
oats and myrtle 




the troughs of one 
wave and the next 
seemed fewer. The 
very sand itself had 
been washed away 
to reveal the bare 
bones of a beach— 
pebbles. The mys­
tery of origin that I 
had sensed so 
deeply that first 
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receded farther and farther until I 
could scarcely feel it beckoning 
me.
More shops lined the water­
fronts, and more irritable tourists 
were com ing to set up their 
brightly colored beach umbrellas 
and leave their drink cans crushed 
in the sand. Every time I went out 
on the beach, I found myself pick­
ing up bags of trash where once I 
could have walked a mile without 
seeing any garbage whatsoever. I 
went to great lengths to find de­
serted stretches of shore. While 
my husband fished on Oregon In­
let bridge, I went walking deep 
into the burning dunes. Past the 
old abandoned Coast Guard Sta­
tion, past the tiny bay where chil­
dren waded in the muck, until I 
found a spot between two dunes 
that looked out over the sea. Be­
fore me stretched a long white 
rope, suspended in air. No Tres­
passing signs declared their pri­
macy loudly, courtesy of the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service.
In the scorching sun, I tried to 
recall why I had come. The ocean 
boomed down beyond a rise in the 
shore; a few terns and sanderlings 
trickled by. Flies came to drink the 
suntan lotion pouring off my skin. 
I dreamed of sacrifice, of becom­
ing a feast for the solar deity —I 
wondered if the Aztecs would 
have tied me to a slab of stone and 
torn my heart out in the eye of the 
sun. I hoped, at the time, that my 
burned feet were offering 
enough—payment for the beauty 
I witnessed and the time I spent in 
sand and salt.
I learned, too, that the reason 
for the white line was to keep 
people from walking out into the
nesting grounds of terns and skim­
mers. If the birds were frightened 
even for a moment off their eggs, 
the sun and sand would cook them 
where they laid. For the promise 
of life, .these birds paid a price. It 
was their elegant and fragile 
choice to nest in the sand which 
made human cooperation so cru­
cial. Unfortunately, the white line 
was often ignored. At least three 
times I saw the black figures of 
people advancing m ercilessly 
across the dunes, right through 
startled clouds of white birds. I 
could only hope that the sun had 
not eaten all those helpless eggs.
Helpless myself, I wanted to 
jump up and down and shout at 
the careless beachgoers, there only 
for a day in the sun. But I hid in 
my dune, imagining human feet 
sm ashing sand-colored eggs, 
walking deliberately back to four- 
wheelers, and thence to cushy 
beach condos at the water's edge. 
It was easy to drive across the 
bridges that snaked over the shin­
ing water, witness the gnarled 
trees blooming with heron rook­
eries far below. It was easy to 
stand on the shore and see the sud­
den, hurried glitter of herring and 
the successive arch of dolphin fin 
and tail. A passport should have 
been required of all humans who 
ventured there.
And it was not just watching 
a summer's nesting destroyed by 
hapless walkers that disturbed me. 
Oregon Inlet is a wide channel of 
water that connects the ocean to 
Lighthouse Bay; many fishermen 
use it to travel from one to the 
other as it is the quickest access to 
the looping river of the Gulf 
Stream. If I stood from where I sat,
I dreamed of 
sacrifice, of 
becoming a 
feast for the 




tied me to a 
slab of stone 
and torn my 
heart out in 
the eye of 








the beauty I 
witnessed 
and the time 
spent in sand 
and salt.
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back to the 
waves. We all 
rushed to the 
water's edge 
to see it make 
its journey. If 
we had had 
the tiniest 
champagne 








I could see the channel, the bridge 
packed with hopeful fishermen 
spanning it, and farther off, almost 
a mirage in the heat shimmer, 
Bodie Island lighthouse. But now 
the inlet is closing, moving further 
down. It is part of the dance, the 
spiral and shift of the islands. 
Humans seem to be unwilling to 
accept this. Too much of their live­
lihood, now divorced from mere 
subsistence, relies on that channel 
being open. So, the Army Corps 
of Engineers has built a jetty, 
dredged the sand that is choking 
the channel, pumped sand from 
there to here and from here to 
there ... And still the channel 
closes, narrows, disappears. But 
they fight the inevitable because 
they do not understand that the 
name of those sands is Change.
n.
I was an island, a long, thin bar­rier reef, but I was also a link in an outflung chain—my beloved 
as close to me as Roanoke Island 
is to Hatteras or Nags Head. A 
glittering expanse of water con­
nected these islands —the sound. 
And a bridge arched the span, the 
fingertips of the islands touching. 
In sun and wind, high on the back 
of that bridge, one longed for more 
communion with the blue throb­
bing down below. In storms, we 
hunched our shoulders, gritted 
our teeth, hurried the car across 
the hungry gray water. You'd be 
a fool not to know the sea has its 
moods.
Every morning, a pileated 
woodpecker rose with the dawn 
and began jackhammering the 
pines outside our house. I 
watched him before going to work 
at the North Carolina Aquarium,
gazing stupidly at the miracle oth­
ers found a nuisance. I greeted the 
little frogs, the green hylidae, that 
bundled into the eaves of the 
porch. A toad patrolled there as 
well; we'd usually see him in the 
evenings but once discovered him 
in the corner of our bathroom. 
And each morning, an orange cat 
came to take up his vigil at a hole 
beneath the concrete next to the 
back door.
In between educational pro­
grams, I would dream and 
drowse. I often sat in the outdoor 
exhibit, musing on the black death 
in the alligators' eyes or how the 
male painted turtles desperately 
shimmied their claws before the fe­
males' faces, a kind of chelonian 
Saturday Night Fever. Crepe myrtle 
flowers fell around the eternal 
smiles of the alligators and I felt 
like Alice in Wonderland. I tried 
to write a story but not much came 
of it—secret knowledge beckoned. 
I was listening to the grating dance 
of the Outer Banks instead. I was 
waiting for the marshy whine of a 
mosquito to signal the banquet 
was begun.
Mostly I was looking out 
across Croatan Sound and think­
ing—once you could walk from 
here to there. I thought of Ananais 
or Eleanor Dare fleeing over the 
water, through the quagmires to 
solid ground while the cool brown 
shadows coursed around them ... 
I liked to think in those moments 
the islands were choosing to be 
intimate with me, as though I was 
their guest. Magnolias bloomed 
on salt marsh julep days, toasts to 
sea and land.
I could stand forever on the 
slowly eroding shore listening to
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the gossip of the ocean, the 
scandal talk, the drawl of 
waves over some tidbit of in­
formation. But it was from hu­
mans that I found out the 
beach was pregnant. A few 
months ago, a loggerhead 
turtle mother had been sighted 
on the beach at Kill Devil Hills, 
crawling back to the sea after 
her long night's work. It was 
the only nest found along that 
stretch of beach this year, and 
we kept the vigil along with a 
group of volunteers when the 
time came for the turtles to 
hatch. For five nights, we 
waited on the hatchlings to 
come; we watched as the sand 
slowly dilated. We watched 
like nervous, first-time doctors, 
knowing what the textbooks 
say, yet... Caretta—l would call 
softly, hoping the turtles 
would come if they were 
called. Caretta caretta ... And 
each night meteors fell, presag­
ing miracles for deaf eyes, as 
the moon smoked out a silver 
road, the whale-road of old 
thrown down across the dark 
waters. But no turtles came.
One night, we gave up fi­
nally, went to eat, to sleep, to imag­
ine tiny children with flippered 
feet waddling across the beaches 
of our dreams. And it was that 
night, of course, that it happened. 
The dilation stopped, the sand 
boiled. Seventy-seven loggerhead 
turtles, caretta caretta, flopped 
down the canal dug by the volun­
teers and back into the womb of 
water, a kind of reverse birth. I felt 
cheated, punished for my faithless­
ness. In the hopes that perhaps 
some turtles remained in the nest,
we went back again on successive 
nights but the moon revealed 
nothing.
Five nights after the boil, one 
fragile, last turtle remained. Out 
of the rotten remains of hatched 
and unhatched eggs, it followed 
the light of a single flashlight down 
the trench and back to the waves. 
We all rushed to the water's edge 
to see it make the journey, but be­
came still in the tide for fear of ac­
cidentally crushing it. If we had 
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for a fool. It 
was just as 
likely that 
that baby 
was the dead 
one they 
found a week 
later washed 
up on Pea 
Island. It 
was just as 
likely 
barracuda 
or blues or 




But I prefer 




in the world, we might have chris­
tened it, just to give it our bless­
ings for seaworthiness. My feet 
were rooted in water and sud­
denly the perfect baby washed 
over my toes as the waves rolled 
it back onto the beach. My mouth 
was a wild "O " of delight as I 
watched the turtle push against 
the tide in its bid for the sea. But 
the ocean had me marked for a 
fool. It was just as likely that that 
baby was the dead one they found 
a week later washed up on Pea Is­
land. It was just as likely barra­
cuda or blues or sharks ate it once 
it passed the breakers. But I pre­
fer to think it inhabits this world 
with me still.
III.
In the relict maritime forests and salt marshes of the Outer Banks 
lives again a creature that I think 
the dark has never forgotten—the 
red wolf. Hunted down and de­
stroyed long ago, this shy canid 
has recently been released to parts 
of its former range.
Even from the time I first 
heard of it, I was filled with secret 
glee; I've always championed the 
underdog, and to think that they 
were out there again, silently hunt­
ing or watching... The woods were 
awake again. Headlines splattered 
across the papers shouting dam­
nation and brimstone to any wolf 
who tried to eat livestock. But they 
are so small and shy and alone, 
those red wolves—a cow simply 
doesn't interest them much.
A game warden came to talk 
to us about red wolves at one of 
the afternoon talks at the 
aquarium. She brought a rough 
pelt, leg-hold traps, skulls—all the 
artifacts of lupine living. The
ruddy fur tingled beneath my fin­
gers; I tried to stroke the wolf back 
to life. That same night we visited 
the red wolves in their own terri­
tory.
While some of the wolves are 
free to roam in the refuges on the 
Outer Banks, quite a few are still 
held for captive breeding or sim­
ply because they are unreleasable. 
In the mosquito-thick twilight, we
stopped on a back road some­
where in the Alligator River Ref­
uge and waited. The game war­
den gathered all the children while 
we looked for prints in the dirt. I 
saw so many tourist women hug­
ging themselves, as if they could 
guard against what would possi­
bly come out of the dark.
In a falsetto chorus, the chil­
dren howled. They stopped and 
we all listened. All of us were
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quite sure there would be no an­
swer, but then ... voices rose out 
of the darkness. In the shadows 
between cypress and cedar, the 
captive wolves called back to us. 
We shuddered. For suddenly the 
darkness was complete; I'd never 
known darkness was empty. Sud­
denly, the night was alive and an­
swering us with a song as ancient 
and knowing as the earth itself. I
felt small and silly and wondered 
why the wolves would choose to 
call back to such insignificant be­
ings. But again and again, when 
the children called to them, they 
sang back. The chorus drifted out 
from the trees.
It was the same way when we 
went to a poetry reading in an art 
gallery by the sea.
Dim candles lim ned the 
strange paintings, making them
jump and dance out of time with 
the words. Beautiful phrases and 
lines rolled out into the close air; 
we ate them with the rich refresh­
ments. Yet they meant nothing, 
were mere ornaments, until the 
end when we stepped out into the 
night. There along the road, in a 
remnant patch of bushes, the tree 
frogs were singing their lusty 
songs in hopes of a mate. Sud­
denly all the words made sense. I 
wanted to rush down to the sea 
and say, "I understand!" But it 
was a quiet kind of knowledge, 
one you take with you and keep.
While these old, old voices 
spoke to me out of the night, I re­
alized that the words they were 
speaking were the rush and bustle 
of time moving and changing. 
Species are never in stasis; only 
humans seem to desire that. When 
a wolf was found roaming in the 
Dismal Swamp of Virginia, he was 
firmly brought back to Alligator 
River and told to stay put. No one 
had foreseen that the wolves might 
get wanderlust, might want to 
grow and change and keep return­
ing back to their old haunts. Only 
we want Oregon Inlet to stay put, 
the wolves to be content, the frogs 
to stay in their one little patch of 
bush and not come into our houses 
at night.
People come to the islands for 
peace, perhaps to sit by the ocean 
and realize their part in something 
larger and timeless. Yet I am still 
amazed by the ways in which 
people corrupt that which they 
love, turning dunes into amuse­
ment parks, corralling the sea be­
hind walls and jetties and piers. 
What might we learn if we let go?
Continued on page 40
















if we turned 
off all our 
hotel lights 
and simply 
waited in the 
darkness for 
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ESA Listing for Black-Tailed Prairie Dogs Proposed
by Sarah W. Heim-Jonson
S he black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus) has been proposed for listing under the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA) by several groups, including Na­
tional Wildlife Federation, Biodiversity Legal 
Foundation, and the Predator Project. Propo­
nents of listing argue that the black-tailed prai­
rie dog suffers from serious habitat and popu­
lation loss due to habitat conversion, poison 
control, sylvatic plague, and the increasing 
popularity of recreational shooting.
Prairie dogs are burowing rodents in the
Cynomys genus. They are social animals, liv­
ing in towns which they create through ex­
tensive digging. Prairie dogs, unlike their 
rodent cousins, reproduce modestly, having 
only four to five pups per year. As a result, 
their populations are not as resilient as other 
species in the rodent order, and a population 
disturbance can negatively affect the overall 
numbers for ten years or more. Two of the five 
North American species are already listed.
Although the black-tailed prairie dog 
once existed over millions of acres in North 
America, 99 percent of its habitat has been con­
verted into cropland or destroyed through 
poison control. The black-tailed prairie dog 
populations are forced to exist in islands of 
habitat, separated from one another in a dis­
jointed range of habitat, leading to declining 
population numbers. (Nearly every species 
that has lost 99 percent of its habitat has been 
listed as threatened or endangered.)
Another threat to black-tailed prairie 
dogs exists besides habitat loss, poison con­
trol, and sylvatic plague. Recreational shoot­
ing is a popular pasttime in a number of states.
In fact, in Montana 
and Wyoming, a 
hunting license is 
not required to shoot 
black-tailed prairie 
dogs, nor are there 
bag limits in any of 
the states where 
black-tailed prairie 
dogs exist. As a re­
sult, large numbers 




In the short- 
grass prairie ecosys­
tem, prairie dogs 
play a significant 
role. The endangered black-footed ferret de­
pends on prairie dog towns for crucial habi­
tat. The loss of prairie dog numbers accord­
ingly puts ferret reintroduction at risk. Fur­
thermore, the prairie dog is linked to moun­
tain plover, swift fox, and ferruginous hawk- 
-the latter of which depends on prairie dogs 
as its primary prey.
Although a finding was supposed to be 
delivered in October, the USFWS postponed 
the announcement until late December or 
early January.
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Pay-to-Play on Public Lands
by Tara Gunter
K ary's Peak, the highest point in the Oregon coast range, cannot be climbed on mere impulse. At the 
trailhead of this mountain, located in the cen­
tral Willamette valley and only 45 minutes 
from the coast, a sign states: "Recreation Fee 
Pilot Project. Trail Park Passes Required." 
Hikers who have not purchased a $25 annual 
pass in advance will have to come up with $3 
for a three hour hike up to the top and back — 
or risk a fine, $40 for the first offense and up 
to $100 if repeated. Mary's Peak is one ex­
ample of the new, controversial Trail Park sys­
tem which has taken hold at recreation areas 
throughout the Pacific Northwest. In Mon­
tana, expect to pay at the Como Recreation 
Complex (Bitterroot National Forest), Quake 
Lake Visitor Center (Gallatin National Forest), 
Seeley Lake Recreation Area (Lolo National 
Forest), and others.
The Trail Park Pass is part of an experi­
mental recreation fee program approved by 
Congress to supplement shrinking National 
Forest recreation budgets. Its purpose is to 
raise money for trail maintenance and camp­
ground amenities such as new rest rooms, pic­
nic tables, and other improvements. Under 
the Fee Demonstration Project, the U.S. For­
est Service (USFS), National Park Service 
(NPS), U.S. Fish and W ildlife Service 
(USFWS), and the Bureau of Land Manage­
ment (BLM) may each designate up to 100 fee 
sites around the country. "Recreation is big 
business in America," says U.S. Agriculture 
Secretary Dan Glickman. At the end of July 
1998, the program had raised $150 million. By 
the time its 30-month run expires on Septem­
ber 30,1999 (if Congress does not extend its 
duration), Fee Demo is expected to raise $300 
million.
Many people are willing to pay to sup­
port some of their favorite recreation areas. 
The Forest Service has embraced Fee Demo 
in much of the Pacific Northwest. The agency
immediately for use at the site of collection. 
The other 20 percent will be used only at other 
recreation sites within the same USFS Region. 
Congresswoman Mary Bono, disagrees with 
the policy of forcing the public to pay for their 
national lands. She states, "The forests are for 
the entire nation and therefore should be sup­
ported through the traditional funding pro­
cess. Under this plan, Congress taxes Ameri­
cans twice." Many groups, such as the non­
profit Wild Wilderness organization, oppose 
a pay-to-play concept. Wild Wilderness sees 
Fee Demo as a step toward "privatizing, mo­
torizing, and commercializing" public lands, 
a fear prompted by some of the Forest 
Service's public-private partnerships already 
in effect. For example, Service-Wide Memo­
randums of Understanding (SMUs) have been 
signed with the International Snowmobile 
Industry Association, the American Motorcy­
clist Association, United Four Wheel Drive 
Associations, and the National Ski Areas As­
sociation. A similar agreement was signed by 
both the Forest and Park Services with the 
Walt Disney Company.
The American Recreation Coalition 
(ARC) has been one of the strongest support­
ers of Fee Demo. ARC wants to see this dem­
onstration project become permanent and has 
been working with the Forest Service to imple­
ment and monitor Fee Demo's success. ARC 
is a strong lobbyist for motorized outdoor rec­
reation and is funded by Disney, REI, the auto 
and petroleum industries, private camp­
ground owners, real estate developers, snow­
mobile and powerboat manufacturers, and ski 
resort operators.
Visits to federal lands are expected to ex­
ceed one billion by the year 2000. Access to 
and use of these lands in the future depends 
in part to the public response to Fee Demo. It 
is a plan that should be carefully considered 
and researched by anyone who values our 
National Forests, Parks, and wildlife areas.
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Water in the West: A Revolutionary Report
by Amy Inman
T  n 1995 the federal government chartered 
I the Western Water Policy Review Advi- 
JLsory Commission to make recommenda­
tions about the proper role of the federal gov­
ernment in western water management.
Since the publication of Cadillac Desert, 
Marc Reisner's magnum opus detailing the 
sordid history of water politics in the Ameri­
can West, conservationists have been alert to 
the various problems surrounding western 
water issues. Given the dubious role that the 
federal government has played in this arena, 
one would not expect to discover progressive 
solutions to water quality problems in a re­
port drafted by a federally appointed commis­
sion. Think again: the Commission's final re­
port, Water in the West: The Challenge for the 
Next Century, released June 25,1998, is noth­
ing short of revolutionary.
The report opens with a critique of cur­
rent federal policies under which different 
agencies and programs seek to implement 
conflicting agendas—much to the detriment 
of water quality and supply. Maintaining that 
these problems cannot be solved piecemeal, 
the Commission argues for fundamental 
changes in institutional structures and gov­
ernment processes.
Given that the federal government al­
ready exercises significant authority in most 
major western river basins, the Commission 
advocates coordination of existing govern­
mental programs while discouraging expan­
sion. Supporting efficiency and conservation 
over new developments and coordination and 
integration over new relegations of power, the 
Commission argues that "for new or renewed 
water service contracts, federal agencies 
should seriously consider pricing their ser­
vices closer to the full costs to the taxpayers 
of providing the service and, if appropriate, 
promote water rate structures that encourage 
efficient water use."
To address multiple and conflicting ju­
risdictions, the Commission suggests organiz­
ing water planning according to watersheds. 
Water problems, according to the Commis­
sion, require regionally- and locally-tailored 
solutions. Highlighting various local water­
shed initiatives, the Commission recommends 
that the federal government embrace and en­
courage such processes as they "achiev[e] suc­
cess often without regulatory intervention and 
with very meager funding because they capi­
talize on the sense of ownership and obliga­
tion to others that exists foremost at the com­
munity level."
The Commission's report strongly em­
phasizes tribal rights, charging that the Fed­
eral government fulfill its responsibilities to 
Indian nations. Going so far as to point out 
the federal government's legal and moral ob­
ligations to the tribes, the Commission asks 
that the government meet its legal responsi­
bilities and work toward protecting and as­
sisting the tribes.
The Commission's report, while not law, 
will serve to influence legislation. High Coun­
try Nezvs called it "perhaps the most far­
sighted federal study of western water since 
John Wesley Powell's visionary Report on the 
Lands of the Arid Region of the United States, 
published in 1878" (6/22/98).
The Commission consists of 22 members: 
eight citizens appointed by President Clinton, 
the Secretaries of the Interior and the Army, 
and 12 members of the Congress having ju­
risdiction over water programs. In addition 
to Water in the West: The Challenge for the Next 
Century, the Commission also produced 22 re­
search reports addressing specific western 
water issues.
Copies of the final report, along with the 
22 research reports, are available at the 
Commission's Internet homepage at http:// 
www.den.doi.gov/wwprac. Printed copies 
may be requested by calling (303) 445-2100.
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MNHC Finds Success Through Growth
by Rachel Wray
T n July 1998, the Montana Natural History 
I Center (MNHC) opened the doors to the 
J L  Nature Center at Fort Missoula, an inter­
active home for the organization's various 
educational programs and pursuits. The new 
site includes the historic 2,000-square-foot 
Post Headquarters building as well as access 
to 80 surrounding acres — a considerable im­
provement over the ten foot square space 
MNHC formerly called home.
According to MNHC Program Coordina­
tor Lisa Mills, the transition to the new space 
has been fairly smooth, and the staff has al­
ready begun increasing and enlarging its pro­
gramming menu. Field trips now include in­
teractive visits to the adjacent acreage, and 
plans for new exhibits and displays are in the 
works, including a partnership between 
MNHC and the University of Montana Zoo­
logical Museum. A larger building also al­
lows for an expanded environmental educa­
tion lending library, a resource open to all 
MNHC members and volunteers.
All this, of course, is in addition to 
MNHC's current offerings. The non-profit 
group, founded in 1991, focuses on educa­
tional outreach for schools and the 
public, and it hosts lecture series, 
field seminars, Elderhostel classes, 
and the Field Notes program on 
KUFM. Affiliated with the Univer­
sity of Montana's Biological Sci­
ences Division and other university 
programs, MNHC encourages ap­
preciation and conservation of the 
natural world. Nature lovers of all 
ages and backgrounds are invited to 
participate in programs that pro­
mote a working knowledge of the 
natural history of the Rocky Moun­
tain Region.
Since the grand opening, the 
Nature Center at Fort Missoula has 
hosted its annual auction, on No­
vember 14, and is preparing for a 
jointly-sponsored environmental 
education conference this March. 
Other offerings will come soon, 
Mills promises.
For more inform ation on 
MNHC, its new Nature Center at 
Fort Missoula, or the upcoming en­
vironmental education conference, 
call 327-0405.
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Lasso the Wind: Away to the New West
by Timothy Egan 
Knopf, 1998
Reviewed by Hilary Wood
It all begins in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. As November snow drifts lazily from the sky, a group of people gather to discuss one of 
the nation's favorite, though most elusive, top­
ics: the American West. Arriving from big cit­
ies, ranches, universities, and reservations, it 
is not surprising that their love of the land is 
the only thing they share in common.
The purpose of the meeting is to imagine 
the next century in the West by looking at its 
past. In the shadow of the Tetons, it is a meet­
ing about possession. Who owns the West? 
The Native Americans, environmentalists, 
ranchers, miners, loggers, Latinos, or affluent 
urbanites? And, of these groups, who will 
exert the most influence in the upcoming 100 
years?
Pacific Northwest author Timothy Egan 
leaves Jackson Hole to tackle these questions 
on his own terms. Spanning twelve states, 
Lasso the 
Wind is an 
articulate ef­
fort to gauge 
the pulse of 
the West—an 














myth of the West. By stripping away the ro­
manticism, Egan presents the reader with an 
area rife with ethnic instability and exploita­
tion. He tells of the Mormons, the Spanish, 
the Indians, and the cattlemen, and of the 
greed and hope that molded the landscape to 
meet the expectations of each new arrival — 
and how this same attitude remains prevalent 
today.
Focusing on Nevada's water wars, Egan's 
essay "Chaos or Cancer" testifies to the hor­
rific history of America's favorite city of ex­
cess, Las Vegas. Planted in the middle of the 
hottest place on Earth, Las Vegas will soon be 
a city of canals—a Venice of the Mojave. How 
could a stretch of land named Tomesha — 
Ground Afire —by the Pauites become the 
nation's fastest growing city? The answer, as 
Egan points out, is deceivingly simple: water 
... water pumped and coerced from Colorado 
and the surrounding Southwest, water used 
to create fantasies on The Strip and Kentucky 
bluegrass in every backyard. Las Vegas con­
sumes more water than any of its geographic
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Montana Ghost Dance: Essays on Life
by John B. Wright 
University of Texas Press, 1998
Reviewed by Jay Nichols
T o h n  Wright's Montana Ghost Dance begins 
I with a map. Logical, I suppose, for some- 
I  one who spent years poring over them as 
land-use planner, conservation-easement 
designer, and land-trust consultant in Mon­
tana. But his map is hand-drawn, place- 
names penned in, as if testimony to the un­
tenable landscape.
I think of the maps that I looked at sev­
eral winters ago planning my move to Mon­
tana. I remember tracing lines perfect in their 
constancy. Each night, Montana was like a 
word defined— if I ever lost its meaning, I 
could look it up. But there is only so much a 
map can record.
Montana Ghost Dance is a collection of es­
says about this land and its people. It rewrites 
some of the old definitions of Montana and, 
at the same time, looks at ways to retain the 
eroding resources of our state. The book is a 
living map, an intimate record of the percep­
tions that continue to shape the landscape.
In essays diverse as the land itself, Wright 
delves into the natural history of elk and the 
birth of the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, 
pollution in the Blackfoot River, St. Patrick's 
Day in Butte, Philipsburg's personalities, and 
a host of other topics. Through each essay 
sounds the ghost dance, a miracle movement 
that once lit up the Indian tribes of the Ameri­
can W est, led by the M essianic Paiute, 
Wovoka: "The ruined earth would be remade 
from the power of the dream. The old world 
would return and all the newcomers, the vio­
lent greedy outlanders, would flee or die from 
a lack of connection to the land. All Indians 
would be alive again and the bison herds 
would stampede in endless numbers. The 
nightmare would end from strong medicine, 
in the elegance of a rhythmic new ceremony.
It was known as the ghost dance." As the 
Lakota once danced in rifle sights at Wounded 
Knee, we too dance, ignoring our destruction. 
Only this time, we are dying from our own 
imperialisms.
"The Church Lady in Paradise" investi­
gates the utopian ideal through an examina­
tion of the Church Universal and 
Triumphant's 40,000-plus acre compound in 
the Paradise Valley. While Wright meditates 
on this cult mentality, his message is double- 
edged—in our utopian thinking the difference 
is one of degree rather than kind. Is Yellow­
stone Park a type of compound? The Bitter­
root Valley another version of Eden? "Im­
maculate places did not just lie out in remote, 
inaccessible lands—they had passed, and our 
calling was to return to the clarity, righteous­
ness, and balance of antiquity ... we began 
crafting new communities and landscapes as 
replacements. Flawless geographies would 
arise from the intellect and spirit; from the 
interplay of philosophy, economics, theology, 
and planning." This essay, like many others 
in this collection, upsets our usual assump­
tions by the sheer power of juxtaposition. The 
essay begins with a discussion of fire-manage­
ment policy and ends with the apocalyptic 
visions of a millenialist cult to remind us that 
"even our noble wish for geographic salva­
tion is not immune to falls from ethical grace."
Wright's book ultimately urges us to re­
consider the way we think about our state. Its 
anecdotal style and grounded prose make for 
a good read, while his detailed and personal 
histories provide background on current is­
sues clouded with political rhetoric. Although 
Wright occasionally slips into a ghost dance 
himself by waxing nostalgic, that is hardly 
contradictory to his message—nostalgia and 
longing are an irrefutable part of who we are, 
but our plans for the future must be fixed in 
the real. Wright shows us that our landscape 
is etched with generations of choices; we must 
consult that map.
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Lasso the Wind continued from  page 32 
neighbors, and yet the city's leading politi­
cians continue to support a policy of unlim­
ited growth.
A possible historical warning for Las Ve­
gas is presented in "The Colony," Egan's es­
say recounting the glory days of Butte, Mon­
tana. Sitting on the richest vein of copper in 
the world, Butte was a multi-ethnic boom 
town with all the accouterments of vice: 6,000 
brothels, countless bars, and endless casinos. 
The famous Copper Kings, Daly, Clark, and 
Heinze ruled over a Butte of prodigious 
wealth, a dusty town grouped together with 
New York, Chicago, and San Francisco as a 
touring stop for European opera. Eventually, 
the Kings abandoned their intricate arteries 
of tunnels for a more straight forward ap­
proach-stripping the hill of Butte from the 
top down. Today, the resulting pit forms a 
lake of diseased water, 900 feet of metal-melt­
ing, bird-killing acid. Growing by thirty feet 
a year, it will soon overflow its banks to in­
fect the ground water of Butte and the main 
highway to the Pacific, the Columbia River.
In Egan's opinion, the West is changing. 
A declining market for beef has wounded the 
cattle industry. Loggers no longer enjoy un­
limited access to public lands. It is cheaper to 
mine in the Philippines. Areas once predomi­
nantly white are returning to their cultural 
roots as Native Americans and Latinos re­
claim their ancestral land. In 
the midst of what appears to 
be turmoil, Egan's message is 
reassuring—the West has al­
ways been this way. Far from 
being a culture of only cow­
boys and miners, the West is 
historically a hybrid of sev­
eral influences, some far older 
than others. It is the author's 
hope that someday, maybe in 
the next century, the West 
will accept the wildness of its 
land and the essential diver­
sity of its inhabitants—an ac­
ceptance that will erase the current fear of 
change.
But fear of a new West dies hard. Egan's 
essay "Custom and Culture" recounts the 
story of a renegade rancher in Catron County, 
New Mexico. Deep in the Aldo Leopold Wil­
derness Area, Kit Laney is grazing his cattle. 
It is a place where grazing is heavily restricted, 
yet Kit Laney doesn't care. He has the sup­
port of the county and state representatives 
and enough guns to stand his own ground. 
So far, there has been no violence. Ironically, 
a state law established to protect the culture 
and custom of New Mexico's Native Ameri­
cans is allowing Kit Laney to run his cattle. 
By claiming that his cowboy ways are inte­
gral facets of endangered Western culture, 
Laney has kept the Forest service from reduc­
ing his herd.
In his final essay, "Frontier," Egan tells 
of a floating trip on California's American 
River. He cannot see around the bends and 
has no way of knowing what lies ahead — be 
it rapids or a dam. The river forms his meta­
phor for the West, centuries of history carry­
ing us along, somewhat blindly, into the fu­
ture. And yet, as Native Americans reclaim 
their past, dams are deconstructed, wolves 
reintroduced, and horses allowed to run free, 
the West may finally be realizing that its goals 
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C laiming G round continued from page 15 
shift their warm weight into each other and 
stand through whatever the skies pour out to 
them. From the comfort of my sheepwagon 
stove, I have watched them bear a storm and 
found my pity grown to envy. Of their loy­
alty. Of their dependence on each other. Of 
the sureness it allows them in a landscape that 
does so little to shelter.
This morning they stop just above camp, 
not 50 yards from us, at the edge of the hun­
gry wave of bleeding sheep. The stallions 
stands with head high, watching Willy who 
watches him. About the mares, there is an air 
of both weary and curious. Almost playful. 
One colt minces forward to sniff a wooly 
fleece, then leaps back from the surprise of it, 
stirring the mares into a ripple of snorts and 
skittering bucks. The stallion ducks his head, 
too, and shakes it in our direction like a dare. 
Unbearably tempted, Willy charges the end 
of his picket chain with a squeal.
A year ago they took him, called him 
away with whatever power their freedom 
holds. It was a wild March morning with 
winds gusting against the flimsy tin of my 
sheepwagon roof. I woke to Willy, white-eyed 
and snorting, strained against his picket line 
that was snaked in a tangle through the brush. 
Following his eyes to the low hills above 
camp, I saw his torment in the three wild 
bands that had gathered in the coming storm 
to show out for each other, to strut in the elec­
trical currents of air sweeping in from the 
northern skies. The stallions had bunched 
their mares into three tight knots that circled 
and swung, finally slowing into a still point 
with only the wind howling and the stallions 
themselves moving through the air along the 
inner edges of their mares.
From a quarter mile away, we could feel 
the tension. Willy was charged by it and 
wanted to be gone into the middle of it. I did, 
too.
So I was careful as I saddled him and 
pulled the bridle over the top of his halter. I 
led him away from camp to get on, but he
B R E A K
Voted Missoula’s Best
reared and ducked his head, and because I was 
too stubborn to follow, the bridle slid from 
his head to the ground. For a moment, he 
stood between the two worlds, his eyes to the 
hills, one ear twitching slightly to the rattle of 
the oat bucket and the grain sifting through 
my fingers. I crooned to him. I grovelled. 
You can have them all. Anything you want. 
But his head swung around high to the horses 
on the hill, and he knew he was loose. He 
moved away from us to the edge of camp with 
the stiff-legged staccato movements of exhila­
ration. And then he was gone, bucking, twist­
ing, stirrups flapping like wings, into the hills. 
As he became smaller, the bands began to 
move in the distance, the stallions aware of 
his presence and confused by it, circling 
around their mares, the bands circling around 
each other, and all disappearing from my view 
in a roiling wave.
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Claiming G round continued
I remember standing for a long time 
watching the empty hills with the reins in my 
hand, the bit in the dirt at my feet, awed that 
my life could change so in a moment. No 
phone to call with, no neighbor to flag down. 
Only a spidery track of dusty road whose 
miles would soon be impassable with the 
storm. I remember looking at my dogs and 
wondering if it were possible for them, too, 
to be drawn away from me by some experi­
ence more primally "dog." I thought not, and 
wondered at the difference in Willy that took 
him away.
I celebrated my twenty-fifth birthday on 
foot in the rain the next day, tearing a soggy 
tuna fish sandwich in pieces for Lady and 
Louise. For six days it rained, and on the sev­
enth, my camptender chugged into camp at 
dawn chained up on all fours to get through 
the mud, worried about what he might find
when he got there. Willy had been found out 
by the highway, lonesome and cut up and 
looking for oats. As a gelding, he'd had no 
place with the wild horses and had been 
fought out of the bands by the stallions. 
Through the back-range grapevine, John had 
gotten the news and showed up at first light 
with a spare horse loaded in the stockrack and 
an aging birthday cake on the front seat be­
side him.
That was a year ago. If Willy has memo­
ries of the beating he suffered, they are paled 
by the sparks and snorts flying across the dis­
tance this morning. Heads are up, and eyes 
are bright. In an air charged with invitation, I 
hang my weight into his head to draw him 
down, my own memories all too present.
I turn to the horses up the hill, their spir­
its like bright lights beckoning, and realize that 
I, too, want to be gone away. More than any­
thing else. More than the caution of my isola­
tion. More than the wisdom of my 
losses. I want to shake my head back 
at them. I want to dare.
I fasten the bridle over his head 
and pull the cinch tight around his 
belly. Cheeking his head around to 
me, I dance his dance, pulling myself, 
finally, up into the saddle. Do we 
dare? In a sideways prance, we step 
gingerly into the sage, and the horses' 
heads fly high, their ragged manes 
catching the wind.
Can we dare not on a morning in 
spring run with our hearts stretched 
wide? And so I lean only slightly, 
shifting my weight to give him his 
head, and we are gone, hard and fast 
and wild through the sage towards 
the horses, already bolted and buck­
ing up the hill. One hand a clutch of 
mane and reins, the other anchored 
to the horn, I pledge myself on for the 
ride, dogs yipping madly through the 
brush behind us. Below us the ground 
falls away unevenly and leaves us 
stumbling through the air over sage
36 Camas FaII/Winter1998 38
Camas, Vol. 2, No. 3 [1998], Art. 1
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/camas/vol2/iss3/1
and rock and the holes of prairie dogs. I lose 
my sight to wind and tears and close my body 
around the center of what there is to trust and 
trust it.
For long moments, we ride their wake of 
dust and drumming hooves, suspended in the 
balance of fear and grace as hooves meet 
ground and the ground holds us up. As 
though there is no choice, we follow until our 
lungs and hearts can stand no more. Glitter­
ing and heaving, we fall to a stop and watch 
them take the ridge. They snort and jump 
and stamp their feet at us, disappearing over 
the top with necks snaking and heads shak­
ing in triumph.
Turning back, the morning is spread be­
fore us, raw and brilliant, tumbling for miles 
down to the desert basin below. The sheep 
are fanned in a great pale arc through the sage, 
and the birds cry out their morning songs. 
With corks popped off our sedated hearts, we 
fall from the slope, changed, and pick our trail 
back to camp and the rituals of our day.
IV. Lovell Lambing Sheds, 1979
I have come to take old Fred Murdi to the dentist. From out of the jumble of his dark sheepwagon he emerges, shading his eyes 
against the April light. He has dressed care­
fully for the trip to town. A brand new pair 
of pinstriped overalls, a nearly crisp Pendle­
ton shirt, and an unblemished pair of five- 
buckle overshoes. This is his "dentist outfit' 
according to John, the camptender, and this 
is what he wears for his twice-yearly trips to 
Dr. Welch come rain, snow, or summer's heat.
Fred is a herder from the Basque country 
that runs along the common, mountainous 
borders of France and Spain. He has herded 
sheep all his life and has a beautiful set of 
teeth.
"You're looking mighty handsome today, 
Fred," I offer with more than a little astonish­
ment.
" Aaaaaooooooh!" he nearly crows in his 
Basque tongue, "Every time I look in the mir­
ror I look more old and more crumbly! But 
thank you." Fred is soft spoken. His voice
rustles like tissue paper and is never really 
more than a loud whisper.
I first met Fred in the winter of 1977 when 
I came to work in the lambing sheds of the 
Lewis Ranch out of Cowley, Wyoming. At 
first glance I knew him to be odd. His outfit 
was a cobbled costume of discarded flannel 
and burlap, wrapped loosely round his limbs 
with layers of twine and duct tape and tucked 
into overalls, slick with lanolin. To protect 
his lips from the sun, he had plastered them 
with the thin membranes peeled from the 
outside of hard-boiled eggs. His slight frame 
was curled into a question, and when he 
raised his face and smiled a papery smile, he 
revealed a flash of gold. A little man, he was 
never without that crinkled, shiny grin and 
the polite air of a true gentleman.
This morning, Fred's sheepwagon is 
parked at the end of a row of seven similar 
wagons, each backed snugly in against the 
woven-wire fence at the east edge of the lamb­
ing pens. "Wagon City" to the sheepherders, 
this is their home during the late winter 
months that the ewes are brought in from the 
ranges to have their lambs. The pregnant 
drop band of five thousand has dwindled to 
a few scraggly hundred, and in the far pens 
by the river the early born lambs and their 
mothers are branded with the bright paints 
of the summer bands, ready for the hills.
At his wagon door, Fred turns, clumsy 
in his overshoes and slightly bent, to secure 
the odd bits of string that tumble from beneath 
the wagon around his feet. "Oh, give it up," 
he croons to the orange baling twine that 
won't let go of his buckles. His fingers are 
gnarled and slow, but I wait until finally he 
nods that he is ready.
Perched on the seat of the ranch pickup 
with his hands briefly composed in his lap, 
he seems out of place, but happy. He is not a 
drinking man like many of the other herders, 
so these trips to the dentist serve as the social 
highlights of his year.
Leaning towards me, he looks out the 
window past my face, tapping his front teeth
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C laiming G round continued
with a black fingernail. "These are all mine. I 
don't neglect what's mine," he says, shaking 
his head in negation to the cottonwoods along 
the side of the road.
The face that looks my way is smeared 
with a thin covering of Bag Balm, a medicated 
salve meant for cows' udders, to protect his 
skin from the weather. Across the bridge of 
his nose, his glasses are taped together with 
electrical tape, and one gold tooth shines from 
his mouth as he speaks. What he says is true.
As I help Fred through the door into the 
sterile white of the office waiting room, I feel 
as though I am guiding an emissary from 
some exotic country. But, there is no town in 
which I can imagine Fred fitting into, no build­
ing in which he would seem to belong. He 
belongs to no collection of people that I know 
in my life, not even to the other seven herd­
ers, including myself, that herd for this ranch.
A friend once said to me, "Those old guys 
must be proud of you. Proud to have a 
woman herding with them." I fumbled over 
the obvious answer to that comment, not quite 
sure what was wrong with its sound until I 
knew that I could not imagine the words "we 
are proud" coming out of the mouths of any 
of these men. They include themselves in no 
group except, perhaps, their bands of sheep.
Cemented deeply into worlds of their own 
making, they seldom utter the word "we."
Fred emerges from the dentist chair with 
a smile on his face and a clean bill of health 
for his teeth. He chats merrily to the young 
dental assistant who, although cheerful, 
doesn't seem to understand a word he says. 
He extends his hand to her in farewell, and 
for one awkward moment she hesitates, then 
shakes it gallantly.
As we draw close to his wagon, I see that 
he has already begun to pack it for the migra­
tion to his spring range near the Montana bor­
der. For Fred, this means gathering up into 
gunny sacks the piles of string, cans, and rags 
that he has collected during the winter months 
and stored beneath the wagon. On a good 
day, the bed across the back of his wagon is 
piled so high with boxes that he sleeps sitting 
on a five-gallon bucket by the woodstove, his 
body leaned back against the cupboards. But, 
tomorrow when the camptender hooks his 
pickup to the wagon for the trip to the hills, it 
will be stuffed to the ceiling with the treasures 
of Fred's life.
With a voice tired from his day, but lilt­
ing still almost to song, he thanks me for my 
trouble and says goodbye. "Be careful out 
there, missee. It's no easy place."
On this day as I start my pickup and pull
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away, I do not know that Fred 
will be dead by the end of sum­
mer. He will die in his 
sheepwagon on the mountain 
from a wound that he has poul­
ticed with sheep manure and 
hidden from  the man who 
tends his camp. When I see him 
next, he will be a man I do not 
know, laid out in a brass coffin 
in a tailored three-piece suit.
His skin will be soft and lumi­
nous from years of Bag Balm.
His beard will be clipped and 
his glasses repaired. I will be 
told that it was his dream to be 
"buried like a banker" and that 
he has left behind large sums of 
money for his funeral and for 
charity. I will stand long by his 
coffin, feeling both awkward 
and entranced, grieving some 
and marveling more. I will hear 
him w hisper, " I t 's  no easy 
place," and I will envy him only 
a little for finding one that is.
V. Salt Lake City, 1998
I sit at my desk and carve out the words of where I was and what I smelled rising off the 
sage after the thunderstorm 
moved on to the south that day, 
or maybe to the north another. I close my eyes 
and watch the rain thicken to snow and hear 
an elk bugle its wild longing into the dusk. I 
summon up the details and hold them in my 
hands, press them to my face, sleep on them 
like a pillow that is filled with the seeds of 
dreams.
My heart goes out to her, that young 
woman who tries so hard and hides so well. 
Her body is slight and tough. She sits on a 
stump of firewood, pine, unsplit, leaning over 
the cup of coffee between her hands. It is 
snowing lightly, though it is only mid-Sep­
tember, but she is camped high in the Bighorns 
above the headwaters of the Littlehorn River
where early weather comes as no surprise. I 
watch the snow sift her into its own and know 
that, beneath her coat, her shoulders are fallen 
from her neck in the comfort of solitude; she 
thinks she is alone in the world, but protected, 
and the thought lets her breathe deeply.
At times, she has wanted more, a long hot 
shower and something made of silk, perhaps 
the touch of a man. Most people would judge 
her life a bleak one, and sometimes she has 
imagined leaving for a softer place. This day, 
she thinks perhaps she has never been so con­
tent. This day, with the snow falling and the 
quakers across the river barely turning to gold, 
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What secrets might the shore reveal to us if 
we turned off all our hotel lights and simply 
waited in the darkness for the waves to whis­
per the name of those sands?
IV.
O ne day, I entered Wanchese Pottery on Roanoke Island and found a 
woman sitting at the potting wheel, her hands 
gray with clay. Joan Baez crooned softly in 
the background. Scarlet curtains were drawn 
back from the foyer in which the woman 
worked as though they framed a stage. I 
watched as she lifted a lump of clay and placed 
it on her wheel. Dark hair hung over her eyes, 
but her mouth smiled. You could see the well- 
worn tracks of that smile at the corners of her 
lips. Her husband bent beside her, arranging 
the drying pots carefully; his yellow hair was 
drawn back at his nape.
They worked quietly and contentedly. 
There was no need for speech between them. 
The woman spoke softly to me of her craft, 
but I remember little of what she said.
Light spiralled down, making the floor 
warp in waves around her feet; her arms 
reached down to the wheel like branches. Ribs 
of clay stretched up and out; her thumbs cut 
channels in its edges. The mud burgeoned and 
became a wet nest, then the sculpted crest of 
a dune. Clay melded with her hands and a 
round pot finally breathed and took shape. 
The dance and tilt of the wheel subsided, and 
I watched as she carved away rough edges 
with a thin blade. The man lifted the pot and 
set it on the shelf to dry. "It will be a lamp," 
she said. She showed me a clay bead, pierced 
through its center. "And this will be for the 

















______  by Rita Biermann
I moved into the urban jungle 
searching for truth,
trying to see my own face in the crowds, 
attempting to find my own space in the walls, 
reaching to carve my own niche in the world 
with a suitcase and a pen.
My feet hit cement most every moment;
I had to wear shoes 
so I wouldn’t get cut by the trash, 
broken glass—discarded disgusting— 
and whatever else had been tossed away.
Each morning I smelled exhaust on the way. 
as I tottered behind the bus to the train.
And my chunk of sky grew smaller by day, 
and I went a year without seeing the sunset, 
or catching the scent of freshly-cut grass— 
my view was blocked to the west.
Flowers became store window dressings, 
and yards were a joke in the hum of the streets;
I forgot for a year I’m a child of the acres 
raised in a cornfield 
and reared in the trees.
I forgot I was baptized in a muddy creek 
and knew God in the small things 
that changed by the season.
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